
Culture (kul'cher) n. 
1. cultivation of the soil,   2. improvement of the mind, 
manners, etc.,   3. development of special training or care,   
4. the skills, arts, etc. of a given people in a given period; 
civilization.

Place (plãs) n. 1. space; room,   2. a
region,   3. the part of space occupied by a person or thing,
4. a town or city,   5. a residence,   6. a building or space
devoted to a special purpose.



Learning Objectives

The following Learning Objectives are intended to guide students in the definition of
what is important to communities and what is worthy of preservation. They will also
instruct students in various methods of documenting and interpreting historic places 
and important cultural activities. 

Place and Culture is designed to help students understand what is

encompassed within the term “cultural heritage.” It examines how

buildings, sites, structures, and landscapes are determined to have

historic or cultural significance, and thus are considered to be 

worthy of preservation. It also introduces concepts such as how

shared ideas, values, and experiences help define a community, and 

the importance of memory and the transmission of shared values 

and experiences to cultural heritage preservation. 

Unit 1 — P l a c e  a n d  C u l t u r e
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During the 1930s, the Depression era federal
government programs sponsored an extensive

photographic documentation effort. This
Farm Security Administration photograph

illustrates native dances by Mexican
Americans at a fiesta in Taos, New Mexico.
(Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress)



Learning Objective 1:

Students will develop an understanding of how people and society
define the places that are important to them. They will learn how to
examine the shared values, experiences, and perspectives that help 
to define cultural heritage in a community.  

Every culture has places that are important to members of that society. The places may
include natural formations that are important to the spiritual beliefs of American Indian
tribes or neighborhood churches that are important to many immigrant groups. An
important place may be farmland where a battle was fought or the site where a town was
founded. It may be a series of locations of an important political event such as the trail of
the National Farm Workers Association’s 1966 Peregrinación. Or it may be areas of a city
associated with a particular type of music, such as jazz in New Orleans’ French Quarter,
or a broad historical theme, such as traditional agricultural methods of Indian tribes of
the Midwest. Important places also may be where the first immigrants of a culture arrived
or clustered together such as Chinatown in San Francisco or Little Havana in Miami. 

There are a range of ways in which people define cultural heritage and share the
experience and values with others. Many historic places may be eligible for designation 
as historically or culturally important by local governments, for entry in a state govern-
ment’s historic register, for listing in the National Register of Historic Places, or for 
designation as a National Historic Landmark. Other places and expressions of cultural
heritage may be cherished by their communities and celebrated by the larger society. 

While designation by governmental agencies is an important way to confirm the 
significance of historic places, so too are actions by communities that assist with the
preservation of these places. Actions may encompass educational activities such as 
the development of a printed or Internet-based history of the place, as well as the 
documentation of the events and people associated with it or the inclusion of the 
place in a heritage tour. 

Other aspects of cultural heritage may be exhibited and interpreted in museum displays.
Folklorists and ethnographers may record intangible culture, such as songs and stories, 
on tape and CD-rom. Community members may participate in rituals and dances that
reinforce their community cohesion and recall practices from the Old World. There are
as many ways to preserve culture as there are expressions of that culture.   
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Learning Activities

A.  Students should take a field trip to a place designated as historic by a local government,
the state historic preservation office, the National Register of Historic Places, or 
the National Historic Landmarks program of the U.S. Department of the Interior.
Students will be introduced to the criteria used by the level of government involved 
to determine why it is considered historic and whether it is eligible for official 
recognition. They should discuss the values of the different groups that are represented
in the place. They should also visit with leaders of various cultural groups in their
community and ask them what is important to their cultural identity and how the
larger society can assist with its preservation. 

B.  Students should address the topic of why some cultural groups have few officially 
recognized historic places to date and what can be done to increase public awareness
and understanding of these places. 

C.  Students and the educator should organize a panel discussion to discuss what is 
considered historic and whether it is worth preserving. Panel members should include
students and community leaders who are not guided by official government criteria
for designating places and events as historic, as well as representatives of local, state,
or federal government agencies who are. Students should explore where concepts of
significance differ as well as coincide. They should discuss both non-place and non-
physical aspects of cultural heritage, such as ceremonies, as well as place-oriented and
physical manifestations of cultural heritage. 

D.  Students should interview older citizens in their community about its history and 
culture and the changes that they have witnessed. Students will ask questions about
events, people, and places of particular significance. They should study how this history
and culture serves to maintain the cultural identity of the community. Students should
record and edit the oral interviews for deposit in a local library, historical society, 
historic preservation organization, or state archives. Alternatively, they may seek
permission from the interviewees to prepare a slide show or videotape of the discussion.
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Research into photographic collections often yields
new narratives of American history.  This 

photograph of the Howard University Law School
Class of 1900 was exhibited at the 1900 Paris

Exposition and is now part of the collections in the
Prints and Photographs Division at the Library of

Congress.  (Photo courtesy of the Library of Congress)



Learning Resources

P u b l i c a t i o n s

Barthel, Diane. Historic Preservation: Collective Memory and Historical Identity. New Brunswick,
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1996.

Barton, Craig E., ed. Sites of Memory: Perspectives on Architecture and Race. New York: Princeton
Architectural Press, 2000.

Baum, Willa K. Transcribing and Editing Oral History. Walnut Creek, CA: Altamira Press, 1995.

Deetz, James. In Small Things Forgotten: The Archeology of Early American Life. New York: 
Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, 1977 & 1996. 

Gulliford, Andrew. America's Country Schools. Boulder, CO: University Press of Colorado, 1996.

Gulliford, Andrew. Sacred Objects and Sacred Places: Preserving Tribal Traditions. Boulder, CO:
University Press of Colorado, 2000.

Ives, Edward. The Tape-Recorded Interview: A Manual for Fieldworkers in Folklore and Oral History.
Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1995.

Jackson, John B. Discovering the Vernacular Landscape. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1984.

Oliver, Paul, ed.  Encyclopedia of Vernacular Architecture of the World. Cambridge, UK and New
York: Cambridge University Press, 1997.

Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture. Multiple volumes. Published by the Vernacular
Architectural Forum.

Ritchie, Donald A. Doing Oral History. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994.

Ruffins, Fath Davis. “’Lifting as We Climb’: Black Women and the Preservation of African
American History and Culture,” Gender & History, Vol. 6, No. 3, November 1994, pp. 376-396. 

Savage, Beth L., ed. African American Historic Places. Washington, DC: The Preservation Press, 1994.

Savage, Kirk. Standing Soldiers, Kneeling Slaves: Race, War, and Monument in 19th Century America.
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1999. 

Schlereth, Thomas J. Artifacts and the American Past. Nashville, TN: American Association for
State and Local History, 1980.

Shaw, Brian and Roy Jones, eds. Contested Urban Heritage: Voices From the Periphery. Burlington,
VT: Ashgate Publishing Co., 1997. 

Tuan, Yi Fu. Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1977.

Upton, Dell. America’s Architectural Roots: Ethnic Groups That Built America. Washington, DC:
Preservation Press, 1986.
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Upton, Dell and John M. Vlach, eds. Common Places: Readings in American Vernacular
Architecture. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1986.

Vlach, John M. Back of the Big House: The Architecture of Plantation Slavery, The Fred W.
Morrison Series in Southern Studies. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993.

Wright, Gwendolyn. Building the Dream: A Social History of Housing in America. Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1983.

Yip, Christopher Lee. “Association, Residence, and Shop: An Appropriation of Commercial
Blocks in North American Chinatowns,” in Elizabeth C. Cromley & Carter L. Hudgins, eds.
Gender, Class, and Shelter: Perspectives in Vernacular Architecture, V., (Knoxville: University of
Tennessee Press, 1995), pp. 109-117. 

Yip, Christopher Lee. “A Chinatown of Gold Mountain: The Chinese in Locke, California,” 
in Thomas Carter, ed., Images of An American Land: Vernacular Architecture in the Western
United States (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1997), pp. 153-172.

Yip, Christopher Lee. “California Chinatowns: Built Environments Expressing the
Hybridized Culture of Chinese Americans,” in Nezar AlSayyad, ed., Hybrid Urbanism: On 
the Identity Discourse and the Built Environment (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2001), pp. 67-82. 

V i d e o t a p e s  

The African Burial Ground: An American Discovery, Parts 1-4. Produced by Kutz Television,
1994, videotape. 60 minutes. Distributed by the National Technical Information Services,
Department of Commerce, Springfield, VA 22161. 

Chicano Park. Marilyn Mulford. Produced by Cinema Guild, 1989, videotape. 60 minutes.
Distributed by Filmakers Library, 124 E. 40th Street, New York, NY 10016. 

Come Forth Laughing, Voices of the Suquamish People. Produced by the Suquamish Museum. 15
minutes. Distributed by Suquamish Tribal Cultural Center, P. O. Box 498, Suquamish, WA
98392. 

In the Heart of Big Mountain. Sandra Osawa. Produced by Upstream Productions, 1988, 
videotape. 28 minutes. Distributed by Oyate, 2702 Matthews Street, Berkeley, CA 94702. 

Island of Secret Memories. Loni Ding. Produced by Vox Productions, 1987, videotape. 20 
minutes. Distributed by Center for Educational Telecommunication, Video Order
Department, 22D Hollywood Avenue, Hohokus, NJ 07423. 

The Latin American and Caribbean Presence in the United States. Americas Video Collection,
1993. 60 minutes. Available through Cornell University, Latin American Studies Department,
190 Uris Hall, Ithaca, NY 14853. 

Living in America: A Hundred Years of Ybor City. Directed by Gayla Jamison. Produced by
Filmakers Library, 1987, videotape. 55 minutes. Distributed by Filmakers Library, 124 E. 40th
Street, New York, NY 10016.  
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Learning Objective 2:

Students will develop a critical analysis of the ways in which historic
places and historical events are interpreted to the public. Students 
will learn how the interpretation of the same place or event can differ
depending on scholarship, community input, and point of view.  

Interpretation presents a point of view about history. It can shape how the public under-
stands places, events, people, or groups in society. Sometimes the point of view being 
presented reflects the attitudes of a particular class or group within society that other
groups do not share. Other groups may even find the point of view to be incomplete or
wrong. Interpretations can be challenged, and new interpretations can reflect different
understandings of society. The process is a dynamic one and is constantly changing to
reflect new attitudes in society. 

The interpretive message conveyed to the public often reflects the status of research and
scholarship on the property. It also reflects the viewpoint and interests of the researcher
who investigated the topic, the interpreter who organized and presented it, and the
extent of community input. The site’s executive director, advisory board, or government
agency that owns or operates the property, also shapes the interpretive program.

In some cases, the interpretive program was developed years ago and may not reflect
recent scholarship or community views, particularly regarding the roles of the minority
cultures in the property’s past. In developing an interpretive program, it is important not
only to understand the facts as they relate to the property or event, but also to address all
contributions made to it during the period being presented. This means that not only
must the easily accessed records, such as photographs, maps, public records, and the like
be consulted, but that non-written records, such as archeological evidence, traditions, and
oral histories must also be investigated. Finally, all evidence must be weighed to determine
the full history of the property or event. 

Interpretive programs also are important to historic places that are not available for 
public visitation. Interpretation may take the form of walking and driving tours, 
audiovisual programs in visitor centers, plaques and other signs, and brochures and 
other printed materials. 
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Learning Activities

A.  Students will be introduced to the field of historical interpretation by visiting historic
sites that are interpreted by interpreters or docents. They should take notes on the
different ways that the history of the property is presented as well as the content of
the presentations. If minority roles are addressed, students should discuss how these
minority roles are presented.

B.  Students should prepare a printed brochure that follows a heritage trail through a
place that is important to them and will use both scholarly and community input. The
brochure project gives students an opportunity to identify what should be included in
the trail, conduct research on important landmarks, and prepare written materials for
the brochure. They should take the tour themselves in order to gauge the time it
requires to complete the tour. In addition, they could escort a small group on the tour
and ask the participants to analyze the tour contents. 

C.  Students should visit an exhibit at a local museum, historical society, or archive. 
They should critically evaluate how it is presented and recommend how it might 
be improved to appeal to a broader range of cultures.

The George Washington Carver National
Monument in Diamond, Missouri, was

added to the National Park System in 1943 to
commemorate the birthplace and childhood

home of the renowned agronomist, educator,
and humanitarian. The inclusion of the

Carver site also was made in recognition of
the important role of African Americans in

World War II. (photo courtesy of the
National Park Service)
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Learning Resources

P u b l i c a t i o n s

Alderson, William T. and Shirley Payne Low. Interpretation of Historic Sites (Second Edition,
Revised). Nashville, TN: American Association for State and Local History, 1985.

Ferguson, Leland. Uncommon Ground: Archaeology and Early African America, 1650-1800.
Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992.

Fong-Torres, Shirley. San Francisco Chinatown Walking Tour. San Francisco: Pacific View 
Press, 1991.

History News. Multiple volumes. Nashville, TN: American Association for State and Local History.

Hobbs, Dick and Tim May. Interpreting the Field’s Accounts of Ethnography. London: Clarendon
Press, 1993.

Lee, Anthony W. Picturing Chinatown: Art and Orientalism in San Francisco. Berkeley: University
of California Press, 2001. 

Linenthal, Ed. Sacred Ground: Americans and Their Battlefields. Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1992.

Loewen, James W. Lies Across America: What Our Historic Sites Get Wrong. New York: New 
Press, 1999. 

Loewen, James W. Lies My Teacher Told Me: Everything Your American History Textbook Got Wrong.
New York: Simon and Schuster Trade, 1996. 

The Public Historian. Multiple volumes. Berkeley: University of California Press. 

Rikoon, J. Sanford and Judith Austin, eds. Interpreting Local Culture and History. Boise: University
of Idaho Press, 1991.

Rodriguez, Richard. Days of Obligation: An Argument with My Mexican Father. New York: 
Viking Press, 1992.

Rodriguez, Richard. Hunger of Memory: The Education of Richard Rodriguez, An Autobiography.
Boston: D. R. Godine, 1982. 

Singleton, Theresa, ed. “I, Too Am America”: Archaeological Studies of African-American Life.
Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1999. 

Walker, Sheila S., ed. African Roots/American Cultures: Africa in the Creation of the Americas.
Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001. 

Wallace, Mike. Mickey Mouse History and Other Essays on American Memory. Philadelphia: 
Temple University Press, 1996. 
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The publication, "Historic Black Resources: 
A Handbook for the Identification,

Documentation, and Evaluation of Historic
African-American Properties in Georgia", was

published in 1984 by the Georgia State
Historic Preservation Office.  The publication

encouraged a greater effort to identify and 
recognize historic places associated with

African AMerican culture.  (Photo courtesy of
the Georgia Department of Natural Resources)

V i d e o t a p e s

Carved in Silence. Felicia Lowe. Produced by CrossCurrent Media, 1987, videotape. 40 
minutes. Distributed by NAATA/CrossCurrent Media, 346 Ninth Street, 2nd Floor, 
San Francisco, CA 94103. 

The Language You Cry In: An American Family Finds its Roots in West Africa. Produced by
Alvaro Toepke and Angel Serrano, 1998, videotape. 52 minutes. Distributed by California
Newsreel, 149 Ninth Street, Room 420, San Francisco, CA 94103.  

Mystery of the First Americans. Produced by Lauren Aguirre and Peter Tyson for NOVA,
2000, videotape. 60 minutes. Distributed by Video Finders, 4401 Sunset Boulevard, 
Los Angeles, CA 90027. 
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